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George Eliot, Adam Bede, ed. Carol A. Martin
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001). pp. c1viii + 526. ISBN 0 19 812595 X.
In a letter to G. H. Lewes of October 1858 John Blackwood contrasted his own discriminating language of praise with the 'abandon of expression' indulged in by what he terms 'the large
hearted school of Critics,' and of course one sees his point, as Lewes did with feeling concurrence: 'largehearted critics - an awful Race' . But I do not see how one can avoid joining the
scorned 'large hearted'. I am at a loss to know how to write anything that could be called a
'review' of so fine a piece of work as this latest volume in the Clarendon Edition of the Novels
of George Eliot. Part biography, part literary history, substantially a contribution to publishing
history, this edition is multi-facetedly rich.
Inevitably much of the material in the introductory sections on the novel's genesis, composition and publication is familiar, but it is good to have it gathered and as well focused as it is
here. By the end of the first section readers have been offered all of the evidence about the
novel's growth from the soil of George Eliot's early life, but have also been reminded how
fiercely she as novelist and literary theoretician resisted simple-minded identifications
between real people and characters in a novel and insisted on respect for the particular manner in which truth to life is rendered as truth in art. And of course on that topic questions crowd
into the mind as one reads about the last hours of the real young woman who was hanged by
the neck for murdering her child and thinks about Hetty, who wasn't.
In her account of how the novel was written and the fraught period of its publication Carol
Martin similarly unfolds much familiar material and all of it bears re-reading - John
Blackwood calling Hetty 'the Baggage' and 'the little monkey'; Lewes and Blackwood swapping turfy idiom, 'Bedesman is in training', 'let the Bedesman show some of his paces',
'Bedesman coming in a winner at a slapping pace'; Eliot's diffidence which has to be conveyed to Blackwood through Lewes in a rather different register during the extraordinary
negotiations over publication. Carol Martin handles this material with a biographer's feel for
detail in the human situation and brings out well just how confident in fact George Eliot was
about her powers. Diffident she might have been, but only up to a point and where her sense
of artistic integrity was in question, that point was very quickly reached. On 1 November 1858
she entered in her diary: 'I am alone to-night ... I have begun Carlyle's Life of Frederick the
Great, and have also been thinking much of my own life to come. This is a moment of suspense, for I am awaiting Blackwood's opinion and proposals concerning Adam Bede.' It is significant that she is on tenterhooks about the opinion of one who can call Hetty a 'little monkey', but no less significant that she is thinking about her own future while reading about
Frederick the Great.
The paperback editions of Adam Bede generally used by students (in the UK at least), Penguin
and Oxford World's Classics, reprint the first edition of 1859 and make no claim to authority
on textual matters. Carol Martin demonstrates that the first edition will not do and persuasively makes the case for taking as copy-text the corrected 'eighth edition' of 1861, the last
one Eliot fully revised. Magisterial sections on the manuscript and on the treatment of the
copy-text record everything that anyone is likely to want to know about the transmission from
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manuscript to print. It is, of course, of interest that Eliot originally conceived of Dinah Morris
as a widow or that she took such pains to make the summer weather in Hayslope in 1799 the
same as what records told her it actually would have been, or that she struggled with the time
sequence of the novel and yet made a calculation error in the first paragraph of the Epilogue,
but in truth there is nothing very substantial here.
On the other hand, Carol Martin's extremely detailed discussion of Eliot's work on dialectal
forms in the novel is very rewarding. Eliot's scrupulosity in revision reflects her concern, as
she told W. W. Skeat years later, to be faithful in rendering dialect 'both in words and spelling' ,
but also faithful to the 'artistic duty of being generally intelligible'.
The volume concludes with very helpful explanatory notes and it is to be hoped that students
do consult this edition in libraries, for the notes are the best available.
The labour that goes into the preparation of a scholarly edition such as this one is enormous.
A glance at the descriptive listing of editions of A dam Bede or at the 'Recording of Variants'
or at the foot-of-page apparatus gives some sense of the drudgery inseparable from it.
Sometimes there is the reward editors dream of, the discovery that entitles them to claim that
they have transformed our sense of the work they have toiled over and if you are editing Sons
and Lovers or Women In Love, indeed you are rewarded. George Eliot didn't compose and
revise like Lawrence and it could not be claimed that this edition of Adam Bede changes our
sense of how the novel came into being or of how it developed until the last revision of the
text. What it does offer readers - and this I take is the scholar's reward too - is the certainty
that here are the resources from which study of Adam Bede must begin and presented with the
kind of care that is the most appropriate homage to the novel and its creator.
Stephen Gill
Lincoln College, Oxford

80

